The stability of language across childhood is traditionally assessed by exploring longitudinal relations between individual language measures. However, language encompasses many domains and varies with different sources (child speech, parental report, experimenter assessment). This study evaluated individual variation in multiple age-appropriate measures of child language derived from multiple sources and stability between their latent variables in 192 young children across more than 2 years. Structural equation modeling demonstrated the loading of multiple measures of child language from different sources on single latent variables of language at ages 20 months and 48 months. A large stability coefficient (r ϭ .84) obtained between the 2 language latent variables. This stability obtained even when accounting for family socioeconomic status, maternal verbal intelligence, education, speech, tendency to respond in a socially desirable fashion, and child social competence. Stability was also equivalent for children in diverse childcare situations and for girls and boys. Across age, from the beginning of language acquisition to just before school entry, aggregating multiple age-appropriate methods and measures at each age and multiple reporters, children show a strong stability of individual differences in general language development.
Development is in many ways synonymous with growth and change. In the realm of language development, growth and change are especially salient. As the toddler emerges out of the infant and the child out of the toddler, one of the most prominent and readily observable developmental characteristics is growth and change in the child's language. But the coin in this realm, as in other realms of development, has two sides. The complements of growth and change in development are continuity and stability. Although development may be commonly identified with change, some features of human development are theorized to remain (more or less) consistent over time. Furthermore, transformation versus constancy in developmental science is crossed with two similarly related and complementary temporal concerns: group average performance across time and individual variation around that average (Cairns, 1979; Hartmann, Pelzel, & Abbott, 2011; Wohlwill, 1973) . In developmental study, group-mean-level consistency or inconsistency (continuity/discontinuity) is often contrasted with individual-order consistency or inconsistency (stability/instability). This article is centrally concerned with stability through time in the important developmental domain of child language.
Individual Variation
Within any group at every age, human beings tend to vary dramatically among themselves on any given psychological characteristic (construct, structure, function, or process). It is commonly understood that variation among individuals in diverse characteristics appears in normal (Gaussian) distributions in the population. So, to continue our example, at virtually every age, children vary in terms of individual differences in their language (e.g., Bornstein & Haynes, 1998; Feldman et al., 2000; Fenson et al., 2000 , 1994 , 1993 . Bornstein, Cote, et al. (2004) reported that 20-month-olds around the world have a range in their reported productive vocabulary from as few as one spoken word to as many as 487 spoken words (see also Feldman et al., 2000) . Similarly, Le Normand, Parisse, and Cohen (2008) reported standard deviations near 200 words (suggesting a normal range, Ϯ2 SD, of 0 to over 1,000 words) for children at 48 months. The first question addressed in this article concerned variation associated with domains, measures, and sources of child language.
Developmental Stability and Its Moderators
Developmental science is centrally concerned with a critical issue about this individual variation: its stability . Stability describes consistency in the relative standing or ranks of individuals in a group on some characteristic through time. Stability in language obtains when some children display a relatively high level of language at one point in time vis-à-vis their peers and continue to display a high level at a later point in time, where other children display consistently low levels at both times. Instability in language obtains when individual children in a group do not maintain their relative order through time. Longitudinal developmental designs are requisite to addressing questions about stability.
The study of individual stability is important for several reasons. One is that findings of stability tell us about the overall developmental course of a given characteristic. Whether individuals maintain their order on some characteristic through time not only informs about individual variation but also contributes to understanding more about the origins, nature, and future of the characteristic as well (Appelbaum & McCall, 1983; McCall, 1981) . Past performance is often the best predictor of future performance (Sternberg, Grigorenko, & Bundy, 2001) . Two additional reasons that understanding stability is important are that child characteristics-especially stable ones-signal developmental status to others, and they affect the child's environment (Lerner & BuschRossnagel, 1981) . For example, children's vocalizations and words used during social interactions have been employed to quantify how children socialize with others (Eckerman, Davis, & Didow, 1989; Guralnick, 1980; Howes & Matheson, 1992) . Furthermore, interactants often adjust to match another's consistent characteristics, so adults modify their language to harmonize with the language of children. For example, mothers fine tune the semantic and syntactic contents of their utterances in concert with their children's level of language understanding (Bellinger, 1980; Clarke-Stewart, Vanderstoep, & Killian, 1979; Cross, 1977 Cross, , 1978 . The mean length of mothers' utterances tends to match the mean length of those of their young children (McLaughlin, White, McDevitt, & Raskin, 1983) . Last, some degree of stability is prerequisite to establishing that a measure constitutes a suitable individual-differences metric. To be meaningful, a characteristic normally needs to show some consistency across time (Hartmann et al., 2011) . In a nutshell, developmentalists are broadly interested not only in how characteristics manifest themselves but also in their group and individual developmental course-their continuity and stability through time.
Although stability is unequivocally central in developmental science, it has many instantiations and interpretations Hartmann et al., 2011; Wohlwill, 1973) . Notably, stability itself varies, and variation in stability generically and, here, of language specifically, reflects many factors. Two concern content, three concern procedure, and two concern time. Estimates of language stability vary with all these factors: the domain and measure of child language; the method, source, and context; the age of the child; and the temporal interval between assessments. In this article, we revisit the issue of stability in language development across early childhood and, faithful to these three considerations, we do so out of a multiage, multidomain, multimeasure, and multisource framework. Here, we briefly (not exhaustively) review and illustrate the extant literature in language stability pertinent to these three considerations in the approximate age range we studied, and we describe how the present effort attempts to advance our understanding of stability in early child language development.
With respect to content, child language comprises many domains (phonology, lexicon, grammar, pragmatics, and so forth), and individual measures (expressive or receptive vocabulary, number of different word roots [DWRs] , or mean length of utterance [MLU] from child speech) typically target only one. Empirically, then, stability studies usually examine consistency of single measures of a single domain of language. However, some contents and procedures yield more stable estimates than others, and generally, the less information that is available, the lower the stability estimate (Hartmann et al., 2011) .
With respect to procedural considerations, method, source, and context all moderate stability. Moreover, method is crossed with source in most designs. The three principal options to study child language include assessing children directly by recording what children say, seeking out those people closest to children (like their parents) to report about them, and interviewing or testing children directly through experimentation. Each source proffers valid insights on a child's language, but each also offers a unique perspective with its own limitations and its own implications that can be expected to yield different stability estimates. Brief discussion of each illustrates why.
Observation of what children themselves naturally and spontaneously say has the undeniable appeal of ecological validity and is direct and objective. However, records of free speech can underestimate a child's language, and numerous decisions about recording and analysis (when to observe, how frequently, where, under what conditions, and with whom) necessarily frame the resulting picture of child language (Bornstein, Painter, & Park, 2002) . Aside from a few notable exceptions (Cameron-Faulkner, Lieven, & Theakston, 2007 , who used a "dense" database), researchers usually sample only a small fraction of the child's everyday life, so stabilities based on naturalistic sampling may be constrained. (Stability relies on correlation, which can be attenuated by restriction of range.) Other limitations of observation are that it cannot access much about children's comprehension and that a lack of production masks comprehension skill.
An alternative approach to child language employs reporters, and much of the classic information about child language development since Darwin (1877) has derived from parental reports (e.g., Dromi, 1987; Leopold, 1949; Weir, 1962) . Diaries, interviews, and questionnaires (or checklists) can provide sources of data not readily available to observation or testing. Parental reports offer comprehensive information about children because they come from observers who know the child best and who are with the child all the time (e.g., Thomas, Chess, Birch, Hertzog, & Korn, 1963) . They have provided revealing information for rapid overall evaluation (Dale, Bates, Reznick, & Morisset, 1989 ) when contextual information is informative or required (Gopnik & Meltzoff, 1986 ) and in cases of rare occurrence (Bowerman, 1985) . Language checklists are efficient and economical and can be based on extensive sampling across a wide range of situations and times (E. Bates, Bretherton, & Snyder, 1988; .
All that said, reports tend to be unsystematic and are often retrospective; they may include subjective components reflective of extraneous reporter characteristics (e.g., employment status, achievement orientation, personality, parity, and so forth), and they place multiple demands on untrained parents to detect, observe, and interpret various aspects of communication; parents qua reporters may underestimate children, or they may be overgenerous (J. E. Bates & Bayles, 1984) . Who is reporting makes a difference as well. Children spend time with many adults, includ-ing mothers, fathers, and childcare providers (Clarke-Stewart & Allhusen, 2002; Parke, 2002) , and the situations and activities in which children spend time with these different people vary. Different conversants and different situations and activities can be expected to give rise to the use of different language forms. As a consequence, any one adult familiar with a particular child may know that child's communicative abilities, but only on the basis of his or her own unique contacts with the child, and asked to report about that child's communicative ability, different reporters will not necessarily agree (De Houwer, Bornstein, & Leach, 2004) . Each of these factors can modify estimations of the child (Achenbach, McConaughy, & Howell, 1987; J. E. Bates & Bales, 1984; Bornstein, Gaughran, & Homel, 1986; Kazdin, 1988; Verhulst & Koot, 1992) . Moreover, commonly used fixed-item checklists are representative indexes of children, not exhaustive diaries of their knowledge, and do not give a complete picture of each child's language (E. Bates et al., 1994) .
Standardized tests, the last method typically used to assess child language, include related items or tasks, and children receive scores based on the number they complete successfully (relative to other children the same age). In testing, the context is normally controlled, and assessing children in such a structured way is seemingly equal and fair. However, child performance may be affected, in part at least, by the testing method as well as by noncognitive factors, such as personality, motivation, adaptive functioning, and self-efficacy (Sternberg et al., 2001; Zigler, Abelson, & Seitz, 1973) . Young children sometimes prove to be poor participants in formal assessments, often reluctant to interact with strangers or unwilling to cooperate during testing. There are manifold difficulties inherent in administering formal tests to infants and toddlers. Structured tests have also been criticized as providing only a limited picture of the richness and complexity of the child's language. Also, testing might show that some capacity or performance is possible, but it does not show whether the capacity or performance is typical. For these reasons, questions inevitably arise about the generalizability of standardized test results in terms of what they reveal about the child's language as it occurs and is used in everyday communication (Leonard, Prutting, Perozzi, & Berkeley, 1978; Owens, 1995) .
Beside the method and source of information, another procedural characteristic can be expected to moderate stability: whether assessments are made across consistent or inconsistent contexts (the former enhances stability and the latter attenuates stability). For example, free play with parents might elicit one set of verbal skills from children, whereas structured interactions, such as at a meal or while learning, might elicit quite a different set (Bornstein, Tamis-LeMonda, & Haynes, 1999) .
Finally, with respect to temporal parameters, a characteristic may not be stable at one age in the life course but may stabilize at a later age. Generally, infancy and early childhood are thought to be less stable or predictive periods in life (Bayley, 1949) , and people are thought to become increasingly consistent in relation to one another as they age (Roberts & DelVecchio, 2000; Sternberg et al., 2001) . Furthermore, the shorter the interassessment interval, normally, the greater the stability estimate of a characteristic (the Guttman, 1954, simplex) .
In summary, different assessment contents, procedures, and times used in measuring child language can contribute to different stability estimates; however, if applied conjointly as we do here, these different parameters might also complement one another to bring into focus a more coherent picture of the child. Because no one approach to developmental assessment is superior to all others under all situations, in this study of language stability in young children, we investigated the shared contribution of diverse approaches.
A Latent Variable of Child Language
The second question addressed in this article concerned whether these different paths to child language converge on a consistent picture. This study combined several domains, measures, and sources to extract latent variables of child language at each of two ages. The main advantage of using a latent variable to measure the stability of language is that the latent variable captures shared variance among its indicators. Thus, any variance uniquely associated with, for example, rater bias, systematic measurement error, or random error for a particular indicator is relegated to its error term. The resulting latent variable is a purer measure of the construct that incorporates the perspectives of multiple raters and domains of child language, so stability of that construct can be assessed more precisely (Kline, 1998) .
The data available to date on concurrent relations between different approaches to language measurement are fragmentary but suggestive. As the number of possible permutations across studies in this field is large, any summary sketch can only convey a sense of the extant literature. Nonetheless, concurrent convergence among measures on the same children tends to be high: Parent reports correlate with spontaneous child speech (Bornstein & Haynes, 1998; Corkum & Dunham, 1996; Dale et al., 1989; Miller, Sedey, & Miolo, 1995) , parent checklists and reports correlate with laboratory measures and experimenter assessments (E. Bates & Carnevale, 1993; Bornstein & Haynes, 1998; Chaffee, Cunningham, Secord-Gilbert, Elbard, & Richards, 1990; Dale, 1991; Fenson et al., 1994; Miller et al., 1995; O'Hanlon & Thal, 1991; Saudino et al., 1998) , parent diaries correlate with checklists (Reznick & Goldfield, 1994) , and observed child speech correlates with experimenter assessments (Bornstein & Haynes, 1998) . To address the second question posed in this study we determined whether and how well several different measures from different sources converge on a single latent variable of general child language at each of two ages.
Stability of Child Language, Third Variables, and Gender
In this study, the same children were first seen at 20 months and again at 48 months of age. The third question concerned stability between language latent variables at these two ages. Because of the plethora of methodological permutations, the extant body of work on the stability of language does not submit to easy summary either, but a series of examples published over the last quarter century serves to convey a sense of this literature. All of the following studies (arrayed chronologically) fall in the approximate age range of the present investigation and reported significant (if varying levels of) temporal stability of individual differences for a diversity of language measures: Sparrow, Balla, and Cicchetti (1984) for the Communication Domain of the Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scales (VABS) between 3 years and 4 years, 11 months; Olszewski (1987) for verbal fantasy play in 3-year-old to 5-yearold children; E. Bates et al. (1988) for referential style between 13 months and at 50 words; Reznick (1990) for vocabulary comprehension to vocabulary production between 14 and 20 months; Blake, Quartaro, and Onorati (1993) for MLU between 18 months and 57 months; Beals and De-Temple (1993) for language level to oral production and comprehension between 3 and 5 years; Martlew and Sorsby (1995) for letter naming to level of emergent writing and familiarity with the alphabetic system between 4 and 5 years; Pine, Lieven, and Rowland (1996) for observational and checklist measures of vocabulary between 1 years and 2 years; Gavin and Giles (1996) for MLU in children 31 months to 46 months; Burgess (1997) for phonological awareness skills between 3 years and 5 years; Bornstein et al. (1999) for vocabulary production across 2 contexts between 13 months and 20 months; Feldman et al. (2000) for phrases understood, vocabulary comprehension, vocabulary production, and total gestures to vocabulary production, irregular word forms, overregularized words, length of the three longest sentences, and sentence complexity from 12 months to 24 months; Dickinson and Tabors (2001) for oral language and literacy between 3 years and 14 years; Storch and Whitehurst (2002) for oral and code-related skills to literacy between 4 years and 10 years; Winsler, René de León, Wallace, Carlton, and Willson-Quayle (2003) for the private speech of 3-year-olds and 4-year-olds over a 6-month interval; and Bornstein, Hahn, and Haynes (2004) for age-appropriate maternal questionnaires, maternal interviews, teacher reports, experimenter assessments, and transcripts of children's spontaneous speech from 1 year, 1 month, to 6 years, 10 months. In overview, temporal intercorrelations of individual differences across a variety of tasks and intervals for a number of different language variables and metrics show significant, but variable, stability.
These studies purport to report stability of specific language measures, but as a collection, they suffer certain noteworthy shortfalls. Some draw from the same reporter (other than the child), so shared source variance may inflate stability correlations. Many reuse the same measures and so provide only a narrow view of language at the same time as they capitalize on practice effects and shared method variance. Most do not take other endogenous or exogenous factors into consideration to assign stability to the child more unambiguously (unmeasured third variables may carry a bivariate association). Bornstein et al. (1999) attempted to account for such parameters; they reported stability of both word types and MLU in children's spontaneous speech from 13 months to 20 months, taking into consideration maternal word types and verbal responsiveness. Likewise, Aram (2005) reported stability of literacy measures between 5 1 ⁄2 and 8 years that held beyond family measures of socioeconomic status (SES), maternal literacy, and literacy tools at home. Furthermore, stability study doubtless suffers the "file drawer" problem, it being unlikely that nonsignificant stabilities have appeared in the published literature (Rosenthal, 1979) .
Stability of a target characteristic (such as language) is usually ascribed to consistency of that characteristic in the individual. However, stability might also be attributable to other stable endogenous (genetic, biological, maturational) characteristics in the individual that are related to the target characteristic, or stability in the target characteristic might be attributable to a stable environment that supports consistency in the target characteristic (Bornstein, Putnick, & De Houwer, 2006; Roberts & DelVecchio, 2000) . (Many characteristics like language are sensitive to experience; Bornstein et al., 1999; Hart & Risley, 1992 , 1995 With respect to endogenous characteristics, children's social competence as well as maternal verbal intelligence have been implicated in child language (Colledge et al., 2002; Dionne, Dale, Boivin, & Plomin, 2003; Hardy-Brown, Plomin, & DeFries, 1981; Irwin, Carter, & Briggs-Gowan, 2002; McGregor & Capone, 2004; Pinker, 2007; Winsler et al., 2003) . With respect to exogenous factors, on the one hand, maternal education and parenting, especially language addressed to the child, is acknowledged to be relatively stable (Belsky & Jaffe, 2006; Bornstein, Tamis-LeMonda, Hahn, & Haynes, 2008; Dallaire & Weinraub, 2005; Holden & Miller, 1999) , but on the other hand, young children today experience changing rearing and language environments, as from one to another daycare settings, in "before and after" (wrap around) childcare, in the numbers of children and caregivers, and so forth (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development Early Child Care Research Network, 2002; Peisner-Feinberg et al., 2001) . Only some children in the age range of this study were at home full time, and the language environments that children are exposed to can be highly variable in terms of caregivers, other children, and so forth, regardless of child SES.
The fourth question therefore asked whether child language is stable in itself or whether some third variable covaried with child language and accounted for child language stability. To address this question, we collected and analyzed a number of covariates and recalculated stability. Covariate analyses took into account family SES, maternal verbal intelligence, education, speech, and tendency to respond in a socially desirable fashion, as well as children's own social competence. Furthermore, we assessed whether children in stable versus unstable childcare situations (and therefore stable vs. unstable language environments) exhibited similar levels of language stability.
Finally, early language development is thought to differ in girls and boys (Bauer, Goldfield, & Reznick, 2002; Feldman et al., 2000; Fenson et al., 1994; Huttenlocher, Haight, Bryk, Seltzer, Lyons, 1991; Van Hulle, Goldsmith, & Lemery, 2004) : Girls might have a linguistic advantage based on differential developmental timetables, gender-typed interests, and learning opportunities (Bornstein, Hahn, et al., 2004) . It might be that gender differences are also manifest in stability. Therefore, the fifth question addressed in this article concerned gender and asked whether stability in child language is equivalent in girls and boys.
The Present Study
This study adds to the extant child language literature by assessing multiple domains using age-appropriate measures and sources to evaluate stability between latent variables of general language from the end of infancy to the start of formal schooling. Systematic multimethod investigation of stability with a relatively large sample is still rare in child language research, and Sroufe (1979) has described an organizational perspective on development that posits that the best way to study developmental consistency is to examine age-appropriate, different yet conceptually related behaviors. We assessed the fit of several structural models to the data: one for the common convergence of multiple measures from different sources on single latent variables of child language at 20 months and 48 months and the stability between those latent variables and a second for stability of the language latent variables, controlling multiple covariates. We also evaluated separate stability fits for children with stable and unstable childcare situations and for girls and boys.
Method Participants
All language assessments in the two longitudinal waves were completed for 192 firstborn children (87 girls and 105 boys). Children averaged 20.07 months (SD ϭ 0.20) at the first assessment and 48.53 months (SD ϭ 0.93) at the second assessment. All but five children were born at term (within 3 weeks of the due date); the four preterms and one postterm did not emerge as outliers and so were retained in the analyses. All children were typically developing healthy monolingual English speakers. Children varied in the number of hours they spent in nonparental childcare per week (M ϭ 25.20, SD ϭ 21.02, range ϭ 0 -72 at 20 months, and M ϭ 26.52, SD ϭ 19.90, range ϭ 0 -74 at 48 months). This analysis draws on a published longitudinal database (Bornstein, Hahn, et al., 2004; Bornstein & Haynes, 1998 ) that used two cohorts. Data for the first cohort at 20 months were collected between 1989 and 1993 and for the second cohort between 1995 and 1999.
Language emerges in the 2nd year of life, so we began this investigation of language stability at that time. In the 2nd year, children typically exhibit rapid increases in receptive and expressive language when they begin to understand and to say sound sequences that function as true naming; they shift from contextrestricted purely performative uses of words or phrases to flexible usage across contexts; general semantic meanings used to express possession, location, and action regularize; and word combinations appear. In the child's 4th year, language in all domains has blossomed, and children are sophisticated in individual language and as conversants, having acquired the ability to communicate verbally about their thoughts, beliefs, and desires; yet, most children this age have still not experienced the homogenizing influences and intellectual and social rigors of mandatory formal schooling. As a consequence, the period bracketed by children's 2nd and 4th birthdays seemed to us to constitute a formative time to investigate the nature of stability in child language.
Mothers averaged 31.34 years (SD ϭ 5.93) at the first assessment. Over half (65.8%) of mothers had completed a standard college or university degree. Most mothers were working at the times of the two visits (64.58% at 20 months and 62.90% at 48 months), and hours of employment averaged 21.70 (SD ϭ 18.74; range ϭ 0 -60) at the first visit and 21.64 (SD ϭ 19.38; range ϭ 0 -65) at the second visit. Most (94.3%) families were intact, and family SES ranged from 20.50 to 66.00 (M ϭ 51.79, SD ϭ 12.01) on the Hollingshead (1975) four-factor index of social status. On average, families were middle to upper middle class, but the sample included families from nearly the full range of SES. Families of girls and boys did not differ on any of the sociodemographic variables. We recruited English-speaking, European American families in the United States because research in child language with English-speaking European Americans provides a familiar reference point; they are also currently the majority cultural group in the United States (Tilton-Weaver & Kakihara, 2008; U.S. Census Bureau, 2001, Population Division). Our community sample was socioeconomically heterogeneous in terms of maternal education and family SES but ethnically homogenous as a first step in understanding child language and its stability before embarking on more complex studies and analyses with diverse samples. By including only European American children, we intentionally avoided ethnicity variation and an ethnicity-SES confound that might cloud any findings.
Procedures
At both 20 and 48 months, multiple measures of child language were obtained. We chose the following measures to represent one-to-two indicators of child language per source (child observation, maternal report, experimenter assessment) as well as diverse age-appropriate domains of language (utterance length, vocabulary, receptive communication, sentence structure, adaptive communication, word associations, and written communication).
Twenty months: Child observation. Children's language was derived from transcripts of their spontaneous speech in a free-play interaction with their mothers at home. The first 10 min available from video records after the start of free play were transcribed verbatim by professional transcribers naïve to all factors in the study. Each transcript was then checked against the record for accuracy by another researcher. Utterances that were unintelligible to transcribers or whose content transcribers could not agree on were marked as unintelligible. Transcripts were then coded to permit their analysis using computerized language analysis (CLAN), following the conventions of the codes for the human analysis of transcripts (CHAT; MacWhinney, 2000) . Free and bound morphemes were parsed to allow calculation of MLU in morphemes. Following CHAT rules, an utterance was defined as a unit of speech representing a complete thought as indicated by intonation and/or pauses. Multiple utterances per turn are possible in a conversation. Two measures of each child's language were calculated. For MLU, the complexity of speech was assessed based on a count of morphemes in each complete and intelligible utterance, averaged across all utterances for a child. For DWRs, a count of the number of different lexical items (ignoring inflections) was divided by the total number of min in the session. The mean number of morphemes in young children's utterances has proven to be a reliable index of their grasp of language (Bornstein & Haynes, 1998) , and MLU is a reliable indicator of verbal complexity as well as grammatical development in child speech. Blake et al. (1993) reported that child MLU showed high convergent validity with measures of syntax (.88) and grammar clauses (.82), and Pan, Rowe, Spier, and Tamis-LeMonda (2004) reported that DWR (types) had high convergent validity with other vocabulary measures.
Twenty months: Maternal report. The VABS-Interview Edition, Survey Form (VABS; Sparrow et al., 1984) were used to obtain mothers' estimates of their children's receptive and expressive communication skills. This semistructured interview with mother was carried out by trained staff. The Communication Domain of the VABS is the sum of raw scores for the Receptive, Expressive, and Written subdomains. However, because of the floating baseline and ceiling on the VABS, mothers of 20-month children were unlikely to be asked questions from the Written subdomain; 91% of the sample scored 0. The Receptive subdomain of the VABS Communication Domain is based on responses to up to 13 items designed to assess children's ability to attend to, listen to, and understand communications and to follow instructions. The Expressive subdomain is based on responses to up to 31 items designed to assess children's preverbal and early speech activity and use of speech in interaction and in expressing abstract and complex concepts. The split-half reliability coefficient for the Communication Domain was .92 for a standardization sample of 200 children in their 2nd year, and test-retest reliability was .92 for 70 children between 6 months and 35 months of age (Sparrow et al., 1984) .
Mothers also completed the Early Language Inventory (ELI; E. Bates et al., 1988) at home. This checklist, a forerunner of the MacArthur Communicative Development Inventory (CDI; Fenson, Fenson et al., 1994 Fenson et al., , 1993 , provides a measure of children's expressive vocabulary. Mothers indicated which words of 643 (including nouns, action verbs, and adjectives that are commonly used by children of this age) they had heard their child spontaneously produce. Fenson et al. (1994 Fenson et al. ( , 1993 reported high (rs above .90) 6-week test-retest reliability for vocabulary production on the MacArthur CDI-Words and Sentences. The total number of words that mothers reported that their children produced on the ELI was calculated for each child.
Twenty months: Experimenter assessment. An experimenter administered the Verbal Comprehension Scale A and the Expressive Language Scale of the Reynell Developmental Language Scales-Second Revision (RDLS; Reynell & Gruber, 1990) . The RDLS assesses language comprehension and production in children aged 1 year, 6 months, through 6 years. In the Verbal Comprehension Scale A, the child is asked to demonstrate an understanding of increasingly difficult verbal expressions ranging from labeled objects to higher order concepts. The Expressive Language Scale uses two subscales (appropriate to this age level): structure and vocabulary. From the child's spontaneous expressions during the visit, language structure is assessed on a scale that ranges from vocalizations other than crying to the use of complex sentences. In the vocabulary subscale, the child is asked to name familiar objects and actions from pictures. Split-half reliability coefficients for the Comprehension and Expressive Scales for children between the ages of 2 years and 2 years, 5 months, are both .93 (Reynell & Gruber, 1990 ). Children's raw scores for comprehension and production were used in the analyses.
Forty-eight months: Child observation. Measures of children's spontaneous language were derived from transcripts of a video-recorded storytelling session. The goal of the activity, to "tell a story about a bear family," was explained to the child. A set of toy props was introduced in a consistent order (bear family, living room, kitchen, park with rabbit and duck, policeman, and doctor), and each prop was verbally labeled on presentation to facilitate familiarization. The props were arranged in a standard configuration within easy reach of the child who was seated at a low table. The child played with the props for 10 min. At the end of the play time, the child was prompted to tell a story about the bear family. If the child's story did not appear to be coming to an end after 5 min, the experimenter prompted the child by asking how the story ends. If the child produced a fragment of a story (i.e., a single act or event), and then fell into silence, the experimenter prompted the child with a question: "What happens next?" A total of three such prompts was allowed. If the child did not spontaneously offer a story, the experimenter followed with a series of prompts intended to coax the child into telling a story (e.g., "What is the papa bear doing?"). For the final prompt, the experimenter told a standard beginning of a story, and the child was encouraged to finish the story. The child's MLU and DWR were calculated over the entire storytelling session in the same manner described for 20 months.
Forty-eight months: Maternal report. As at 20 months, the Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scales-Interview Edition, Survey Form (VABS; Sparrow et al., 1984) Communication Domain was used to obtain mothers' estimates of their children's communication skills. Mothers were asked to indicate to what extent their children had mastered a variety of verbal skills in the Communication Domain, including Receptive, Expressive, and Written language skills. The Receptive and Expressive subdomains were identical to those at 20 months. The Written subdomain is based on responses to up to 23 items designed to assess children's written language skills. The split-half reliability coefficient for the Communication Domain was .93 for a standardization sample of 200 4-year-old children, and test-retest reliability was .86 for 74 children between 36 months and 59 months of age (Sparrow et al., 1984) . The raw Communication Domain was used in analyses.
Forty-eight months: Experimenter assessment. An experimenter administered two verbal subtests of the Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence-Revised (WPPSI-R; Wechsler, 1989) . The WPPSI-R is an individually administered intelligence test for children from 3 years to 7 years, 3 months. It consists of 12 subtests that are divided into Verbal and Performance scales. Two Verbal subtests (Information and Similarities) were administered on the basis of their correlations with Verbal IQ scores (rs ranged from .71 to .82; Wechsler, 1989) . The Information subtest consists of 27 items that measure the child's knowledge of objects and events by having the child point to pictures or provide a short verbal response to spoken questions. In the Similarities subtest, children point to six pictures of items that share a common feature, complete six sentences involving similar items, and explain how eight objects are related. Raw scores were used. In a standardization sample of 200 48-month-old children, splithalf reliability coefficients were .88 for Information and .89 for Similarities.
Covariates
We assessed the possibilities that family SES and mothers' verbal intelligence and education influenced child language, mothers' speech during mother-child interactions influenced child speech, mothers' tendency to respond in a socially desirable fashion influenced maternal report, and child social competence influenced experimenter assessments. We evaluated these several measures for use as covariates. Family SES and maternal education were computed using the Hollingshead (1975) scale.
Maternal verbal intelligence. The mother was administered the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-Revised (PPVT-R Form L; Dunn & Dunn, 1981) . This instrument provides a standardized index of maternal vocabulary intelligence. In adult standardization samples, split-half reliability was .88, alternate-forms reliability was .81, short-term alternate-forms reliability was .68, and validity coefficients with full IQ scale scores ranged from .58 to .72 (Dunn & Dunn, 1981) .
Maternal speech. Maternal speech was derived from transcripts of the free-play session at 20 months and a mother-child picture-book reading session at 48 months. Mothers' MLU and DWR were derived in exactly the same way as for children (see above).
Maternal social desirability. The Social Desirability Scale (SDS; Crowne & Marlowe, 1960) uses 33 items to assess adults' tendency to respond to questions in a socially desirable fashion (Johnson, Shavitt, & Holbrook, 2011) . Mothers completed this social desirability scale to check for reporting bias on the VABS and ELI. The SDS has significant test-retest reliability (r ϭ .89) and internal consistency (␣ ϭ .88; Crowne & Marlowe, 1960) .
Child social competence.
At 20 months, observed child sociability was used as the measure of social competence. In a child solitary play session, three behaviors were double coded (11% of the tapes) by trained coders: frequency of vocalizations directed to an experimenter ( ϭ .82), frequency of positive vocalizations with no specific object ( ϭ .92), and amount of time the child spent within 2 ft (0.9144 m) of the experimenter ( ϭ .74). Based on a behavioral coding system developed by Mullen, Snidman, and Kagan (1993) , an aggregate sociability index was computed by standardizing and averaging the three measures. At 48 months, child anxiety and hyperactivity-distractibility were used as measures of (lack of) social competence. Mothers rated their children on the nine-item Anxious-Fearful scale and the four-item Hyperactive-Distractible scale from Behar and Stringfield's (1974) Preschool Behavior Questionnaire. Items were rated on a 3-point scale (doesn't apply, applies sometimes, and certainly applies) and summed to form the scales. Internal consistency (␣) was .63 for the Anxious-Fearful scale and .77 for the HyperactiveDistractible scale.
Results

Preliminary Analyses and Analytic Plan
Prior to data analysis, variable distributions were examined for univariate normality (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) . Most variables approximated the normal distribution, but ELI and DWR at 20 months were reexpressed using log 10 and cube-root transformations, respectively, to improve their distributions. Descriptive statistics are presented in the variables' original metrics to aid interpretation. Despite attempts to approximate univariate normality, problems emerged with multivariate skewness ϭ 17.86 (z ϭ 9.34, p Ͻ .001) and multivariate kurtosis ϭ 160.25 (z ϭ 5.60, p Ͻ .001). Therefore, we employed LISREL 8.72 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 2005) to compute asymptotic covariance matrices, we used robust maximum-likelihood estimation, and we report the normal theory weighted-least-squares chi-square ( 2 ). We also report the comparative fit index (CFI), nonnormed fit index (NNFI), and rootmean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) as indicators of model fit. A model was considered to have good fit if the chisquare test was nonsignificant (p Ͼ .05), the CFI and NNFI were at or above .90 (Bentler, 1990; Marsh, Balla, & Hau, 1996) , and the RMSEA was .06 or smaller (Hu & Bentler, 1999 ), but we gave greater weight to the incremental fit indices than to chi-square because the chi-square value is known to be sensitive to sample size (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002) and the size of the correlations in the model (Miles & Shelvin, 2006) . Standardized path coefficients are presented in text and figures.
After fitting an initial model on the full sample, we performed multiple-group models by caregiving situation and child gender to assess whether the full model fits for children in low and high numbers of caregiving situations and for girls and boys. For multiple-group models, we report the difference in chi-square statistics and CFI values (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002) for two nested models (Vandenberg & Lance, 2000) . If the change in chi-square (⌬ 2 ) between the unconstrained and constrained models was nonsignificant (p Ͼ .05), and the change in CFI Յ .01 (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002; Vandenberg & Lance, 2000) , the model was deemed to fit equally well in pairs of groups. For correlations and standardized path coefficients, we adopt conventional magnitudes of r corresponding to small, medium, and large effect sizes as .10, .30, and .50, respectively (Cohen & Cohen, 1983, p. 61) . Table 1 indicate that there was considerable variation in performance on all language measures. At both 20 and 48 months, children in the sample varied from no spontaneous speech and below-average receptive and expressive communication to long sentences, diverse vocabulary, and well above-average receptive and expressive communicative skills. Despite being capable of speech, two children at 48 months failed to spontaneously produce any words in the storytelling task. These children scored well within the normal range on concurrent maternal report and experimenter assessments of language and did not emerge as outliers in analyses. Excluding these scores did not change the results of the study, and part of language competence is being able to think of something to say; therefore, we decided that the 0 scores for MLU and DWR reflected true aspects of each child's language, and we retained the two children in the sample.
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations of Language Measures at 20 to 48 Months
Correlations among the 20-month and 48-month measures indicate medium to large convergent validity within ages (average correlation ϭ .55, SE ϭ .07, at 20 months, and average correlation ϭ .23, SE ϭ .07, at 48 months) as well as medium average stability from 20 months to 48 months across all measures (average correlation ϭ .27, SE ϭ .07). The average correlation across measures from the same source (bold cells in Table 1 ) was .30 (SE ϭ .07).
Stability of Language From 20 to 48 Months
We tested an initial structural equation model with the six language indicators at 20 months, loading on a single latent variable of 20-month language, the five language indicators at 48 months loading on a single latent variable of 48-month language, and the stability coefficient running from 20-month language to 48-month language. Although all paths were significant (except for the loading of 48-month DWR on the 48-month language factor), this initial model was a relatively poor fit to the data, 2 (43) ϭ 157.02, p Ͻ .001; CFI ϭ .93; NNFI ϭ .91; RMSEA ϭ .11, 90% CI [.092, .013]. Modification indices suggested that four conceptually meaningful error covariances were warranted. Therefore, we added error covariances between MLU and DWR at both waves to account for shared source variance associated with direct observation, ELI and VABS at 20 months to account for shared source variance associated with maternal report, and WPPSI-R Verbal Information and Similarities at 48 months to account for shared method variance.
After accounting for these four error covariances, the model fit was acceptable, 2 (39) ϭ 73.91, p Ͻ .001; CFI ϭ .98; NNFI ϭ .97; RMSEA ϭ .066, 90% CI [.041, .090 ]. The final model of the stability of child language between the two latent variables is presented in Figure 1 . All paths were significant at p Ͻ .01 (except for the loading of 48-month DWR on the 48-month language latent variable). The robust standardized estimate of language stability from 20 months to 48 months was .84, p Ͻ .001.
Stability of Language From 20 to 48 Months, Controlling Covariates
As a check against threats to the validity of the model, we explored whether several covariates were associated with child language measures. We correlated (a) family SES, maternal verbal intelligence, and education with all 11 language measures; (b) maternal MLU and DWR with child MLU and DWR, respectively; (c) maternal social desirability bias with maternal reports on the VABS and ELI; (d) observed child sociability at 20 months with 20-month MLU, DWR, and the Reynell scales; and (e) child social competence (mother-rated child hyperactivity-distractibility and anxiety) with 48-month MLU, DWR, and the WPPSI-R scales. 
Metric Equivalence Across Childcare Situations
To assess whether child language was stable for children in relatively stable versus unstable language environments, for each child we counted the number of distinct childcare situations between the ages of 20 months and 48 months and recalculated stability in low and high caregiving variability groups. Mothers' reports were coded into different caregiving situations based on the identity of the caregiver, location of care, number of hours, and number of other children present. A change in any one of these variables constituted a new caregiving situation. For example, a change from one caregiver to another was counted as a new situation, even though the location, number of hours, and number of other children might remain the same. Preschool entry was included as a new caregiving situation. The number of distinct caregiving situations was used as an indicator of variability of the child's language environment. Between 20 and 48 months, children were in 0 (maternal care only) to 10 different caregiving situations. We defined low caregiving variability as 0 -2 situations (n ϭ 101) and high caregiving variability as 3-10 situations (n ϭ 85) across the 28-month interval and used this variable in a multiple-group model. We then tested whether the uncontrolled final model in Figure 1 fit equally well for children in low and high numbers of childcare situations. The difference in fit between (a) a model with all loadings and the stability coefficient constrained to be equal in the low and high caregiving variability groups and (b) a model with all paths free to vary in the low and high groups was nonsignificant, ⌬ 2 (10) ϭ 12.23, ns, ⌬CFI ϭ .00, indicating that the meanings of the language latent variables and the stability of language were similar for children in relatively consistent and relatively variable childcare situations and (presumably) language environments.
Metric Equivalence in Girls and Boys
Last, we tested whether the uncontrolled final model in Figure 1 fit equally well for girls and boys. The difference in fit between (a) a model with all loadings and the stability coefficient constrained to be equal in girls and boys and (b) a model with all paths free to vary in girls and boys was nonsignificant, ⌬ 2 (10) ϭ 13.33, ns, ⌬CFI ϭ .00, indicating that the meanings of the language latent variables and the stability of language were similar for girls and boys. Figure 2 shows the scatter plot of the language latent variable scores at 20 months and 48 months for girls and boys.
Discussion
In overview, clear evidence emerged for strong stability of individual variation in general language across early childhood. Stability obtained independent of child sociability and childcare history, maternal intelligence, education, speech, and social desirability of responding, as well as family SES. Stability was also similar in girls and boys. When multiple domains, measures, and sources are used, child language emerges as a robust and stable individual-differences characteristic. This study points to the value r(190) = 84 p < 001 r(190) = .84, p < .001 Figure 2 . Scatterplot of 20-month and 48-month language latent variable scores by child gender. of using multiple informants and diverse components of language measured in different ways to obtain a picture of stable language development in children. Multiple assessments take more aspects of language into account and give more precise estimates.
Interindividual Variability
It comes as no surprise that children in their 2nd and 4th years varied in each of several language measures. At 20 months, children's MLU, vocabulary, adaptive communication, and comprehension all varied widely. For example, on the ELI at 20 months, one child was reported to speak no words, while another was reported to speak 466 words. At 48 months, children's storytelling, adaptive communication, and verbal intelligence also varied widely. For example, children's MLU in the storytelling task ranged from 0 to over 13 morphemes. Often, problems in distributions of dependent variables and narrow ranges in abilities of participants make it difficult to obtain high correlations. Our findings move away from restriction of range that may have plagued previous work. So, on the first question posed in this study, child language at different ages shows substantial interindividual variability in all the forms we measured.
Language Latent Variable
Surprisingly little is still known about covariance among different language measures at the phenotypic level of analysis because so few studies use a multimethod approach. In one exception, seven diverse measures of language proved to be intercorrelated and were used to create a general factor of language (Colledge et al., 2002) . On the second question posed in this study, we found five to six different language measures from three data sources satisfactorily converged on consistent and coherent pictures of orderliness in language at each of two times more than 2 years apart across early childhood. Our findings show that the number of DWRs and MLU in children's conversation, mothers' checklist reports and ratings of child language, and assessed expression and comprehension by an experimenter shared significant amounts of variance at 20 months and again at 48 months. These findings are presumptive of an underlying latent variable for language in children at each age. The only exception to this common variance among potentially disparate measures and sources of language was for 48-month number of DWRs. It may be that the number of different words a child produces in an experimental storytelling task is not closely related to other indicators of child language in the preschool years because most typically developing children at that age command a substantial vocabulary. Preschool children who speak a smaller number of words in the storytelling task may do so because they are not sure what kind of story they are supposed to tell or because they cannot think of anything to say, not because they lack a minimum vocabulary to complete the task (as shown by the other language measures).
A multimeasure approach to child language has been applied productively in the past for predicting continued language delay (Olswang, Rodriguez, & Timler, 1998; Paul, 1996 Paul, , 1997 Thal & Katich, 1996) . Moreover, Wetherby, Allen, Cleary, Kublin, and Goldstein (2002) reported their strongest relations between parent reports and face-to face evaluations of child language for a speech composite, as opposed to single measures (see also Lyytinen, Poikkeus, Laakso, Eklund, & Lyytinen, 2001 ).
Stability in Child Language
The extent to which variation in language represents a consistent attribute in the child was addressed by examining stability (qua an individual-differences construct) across age. On the third question posed in this study, our longitudinal evaluation showed that the language latent variable at 20 months was highly stable with the language latent variable at 48 months. Heterotypic stability between different individual measures of child language may represent conservative (i.e., lower bound) estimates of stability of individual variation because of the variance introduced by differences in assessment measurements and procedures used at different times. Homotypic stability between the same individual measures of child language may represent liberal (i.e., upper bound) estimates of stability of individual variation because of shared source and method variance, practice effects, and the like. Aggregating across the individual stabilities in Table 1 produced a heterotypic estimate (average correlation of all dissimilar measures across time in Table 1 ) of .28 and a homotypic estimate (average correlation of the 3 consistent measures across time) of .25, whereas the model of child language latent variables produced a stability estimate of .84. Clearly, assessing stability in the common variance across different domains, measures, and sources of child language improves the stability estimate considerably.
There are several advantages of using a latent variable (Kline, 1998) that could contribute to the high level of stability we observed. First, the latent variables incorporate the perspectives of multiple reporters and domains of language development. Second, the latent variable is a purer measure of the underlying construct that associates only the shared variance among indicators. Any measurement error or unique variance that is not associated with the other variables that load on the latent variable is relegated to the error term. Third, the model accounts for systematic source and measurement variance (i.e., correlated error terms) that remove this "noise" from the latent variable. Fourth, the latent variables at each age are allowed to have different age-appropriate indicators and different loadings for the same indicators. Language ability at 20 months and 48 months manifests differently. For example, successful communication at 20 months is largely indicated by comprehension, vocabulary, and the ability to combine words. At 48 months, successful communication is indicated by the abilities to relate complex and novel ideas verbally, to understand how words are related to one another, and to communicate in contextually and culturally appropriate ways. Using latent variables allows for the measurement of language ability to vary across time (as the construct does).
We would be remiss if we failed to point out that even such a strong stability result (r ϭ .84) leaves substantial common variance unaccounted for (Ϸ30%). Here, theoretical perspective comes into play. Focusing on instability would lead to the singular but limited view that development is disorderly. Focusing alternatively on stability risks overlooking change in the developing organism. Next to stability, children still change in their status relative to one another over their 2nd and 3rd years in terms of their general language. They also manifestly change in terms of their group average language skills. The life-span perspective in developmental science specifies that human beings are open systems, and the plastic nature of psychological functioning ensures both stability and instability across the life course. Like many developmental processes, language is Janus-like, with both stable and unstable, continuous and discontinuous, aspects.
The large stability coefficient that emerged in this study might lead researchers and practitioners to conclude that language ability is set by 20 months of age. This is not necessarily the case. Ours was a sample of typically developing children without significant language disabilities or delays. Children in this age range who require intervention have been shown to make significant progress in their language abilities in response to treatment (BickfordSmith, Wijayatilake, & Woods, 2005; Kouri, 2005; Whitehurst et al., 1991) . Furthermore, even in our normative sample, individual children increased and decreased in their relative standing by as much as 1.5 standard deviations across time. Overall, underlying language ability appears to be highly stable, and those children who are highly verbal at 20 months tend to be the same children who are highly verbal at 48 months, but the language abilities of individual children relative to their peers can still change across time. Moreover, child language in general increases dramatically in mean level across this same period.
Development is generally governed by genetic and biological factors in combination with environmental influences and experiences. Thus, stability of any individual characteristic could be attributable to factors in the individual, or stability might emerge through the individual's transactions with a consistent environment, or both. Cairns and Hood (1983) logically outlined several factors that feasibly support individual stability in the context of a developing system. First, specific and stable biological variables may contribute to stability. Such variables include genetic, hormonal, and morphological characteristics that might endure across developmental periods. Biological forces generally tend to reinforce homeostasis in the individual , and the role of the individual as an active agent in his or her own (stable) development (Lerner, 1982; Lerner & Busch-Rossnagel, 1981) means that individuals contribute to stability in their development by virtue of physical, socioemotional, cognitive, or behavioral characteristics that evoke consistent reactions in others. Thus, individual 43 context relational processes tilt to promote stability. For example, a verbally precocious child may elicit richer language input and interaction, thereby maintaining the child's linguistic advantage. In the psychological domain of the child, temperament, customarily defined as constitutionally based individual differences in positive and negative reactivity to stimulation, is hypothesized to be consistent over time and to influence social others (Rothbart & Bates, 2006; Wachs & Kohnstamm, 2001 ). Here we measured a facet of temperament, child social competence, and determined that stability of language obtained over and above its associations with language. Child stability also obtained separate from maternal verbal IQ. Notably, as Cairns and Hood (1983) went on to observe, " [I] t cannot be safely assumed that biological or genetic-based differences will persist, unmodified by social encounters or interchanges in which the individual engages" (p. 309).
A second factor that Cairns and Hood (1983) identified as potentially contributing to stability encompasses the social network in which development transpires. Here, we included family SES, maternal education and language, and children's childcare histories as representative of diverse milieu surrounding the child. All other factors being equal, similarities from one time to the next will be greatest when the social network in which development is enveloped remains constant. The extent to which stability reflects attributes of the individual or depends on circumstances is somewhat clarified by the multiple-covariate and childcare experience follow-up analyses we brought to bear on our original stability findings. Over half the mothers reported that they were working and that their children were in the care of other people. Stability in child language obtained at a high level separate from each and even in the face of nontrivial vicissitudes in children's caregiving environments.
In sum, with respect to our fourth question, in this study of the stability of child language we brought a number of covariates to bear to address several alternative endogenous and exogenous explanations, and we found that strong stability obtained in the child separate and apart from them all. The fact that stability of child language remained so high (r ϭ .79) even under multiple controls indicates that general language is a highly conserved and robust individual characteristic.
Gender
In answer to our fifth question, we found no systematic differences in stability between girls and boys; language in girls and boys is equally stable apart from reported mean differences in language level in girls and boys. The fact that stability of language in childhood transcends child gender further underscores the robustness of the basic result (see also Bornstein, Hahn, & Haynes, 2004) and suggests that the mechanisms underlying language stability are similar for girls and boys.
Limitations
Despite its size and multivariate design, this study of child language is limited by the nature of the sample and the domains, measures, and sources it used. Children were all essentially the same ages at each of the two assessments; mothers who participated were primiparous at recruitment; and the families were all English-speaking European Americans. Different patterns of stability could emerge in later born children, in children initially and terminally assessed at other ages, in families of different language and ethnic composition, or with features of child language different from those we measured. Note, too, the contexts for language samples at the two ages (e.g., play and bear story) differed. From one point of view, this procedural variation undercuts stability; from another, our findings are conservative.
Various language factors in the child (temperament), in mothers (reports child language), and in the environment (SES) might change little across our time span of data collection and carry stability. So, using multiple measures and multiple sources could overestimate the stability of child language. By controlling for family SES; mothers' verbal intelligence, education, speech, and social desirability bias; and child social competence, we attempted to achieve a conservative estimate of child language stability that takes these several factors into consideration.
Conclusions
Stability assessment provides insight into individual variation and its development as well as the nature of the characteristic that is stable. Specifically, whether children maintain their rank order through time in terms of their language informs about individual children and contributes to understanding the nature and development of language. Insofar as language is ontogenetically stable, we know that children who do well or poorly at one time are likely to do well or do poorly again later. So, in language, a major predictor of developmental status at a given age is language at an earlier age, other things being equal.
The relatively high level of developmental stability observed in such a key achievement as general language prompts empirical, practical, and clinical implications. Empirically, our approach recommends the simultaneous investigation of multiple perspectives for other domains of child development in studies of stability. In that way, similarities and differences among all sources of information can be compared and their implications adequately evaluated. Practically, whatever their developmental origins, meaningful individual differences in child language appear already established before the end of the second year. This finding suggests that however and whichever experiential factors may be involved in motivating language development in very young children, maximizing their influence in the first 2 years of life may be advantageous for optimizing future child language. Clinically, our approach to estimate child language as a latent variable is not a quick tool for early diagnosis or screening; most clinicians do not have the benefit of a rich array of measures or the technical support at hand to estimate latent variables. The present empirical findings contribute to clinical practice, however, insofar as we distinguish between language screening and the accuracy that the multiple domain, measure, and source approach yields to defining a latent variable. A screening instrument may be practically valuable, but the latent variable provides its knowledge base as well as a more fundamental understanding of human development. Finally, to be stable does not mean to be immutable or impervious to intervention. Change is an identifying characteristic of development, and children change in both their relative standing and their mean level of language as they grow. Language ability is ultimately modifiable and plastic.
It is generally acknowledged that no single approach to measuring phenomena in child development is best, that no one representation of a developmental phenomenon predominates. Rather, assessment selection needs to be guided by tradition, tractability, goal, and convenience. Those who study developmental phenomena often advocate the wisdom of applying multiple assessments and employing converging operations of different strategies targeted to the same phenomenon. In this study, we used multiple ages, domains, measures, and sources to capture and evaluate individual variation and stability in child language. Employing observations, reports, and assessments together overcomes shortfalls associated with reliance on any single source. Multiple assessments also represent individuals better than do single assessments, and converging operations are necessary to evaluate whether the child's responses reveal an inferred capacity and reveal that apparent performance is not simply an artifact of a given procedure. The agreement emergent among these diverse perspectives points to the value of evaluating stable individual variation in child language. One of the fundamental conceptual issues that has framed debates in theory and research across the history of developmental science has been the question of stability. General language capacity in young children is discontinuous in terms of its demonstrable growth in mean level through time; our study documents the very robust stability of general language capacity in young children in terms of individual order.
